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ABSTRACT

ASSESSMENT OF SEVENTH GRADE STUDENTS'
ATTITUDES TOWARDS WRITING

by

Frances Downey Gregory
August,

2000

Eleven students in seventh grade were pretested regarding their
attitudes towards writing, using the Knudson Writing Attitude Survey for
Children. A writing workshop based on the Nancie Atwell model was
implemented for one month with the group. The students took the
Knudson Survey again as a post test after the workshop. Results varied,
with some of the students' attitudes remaining the same, some improving,
and some declining. Suggestions for further research include studying the
impact of specific teaching methodologies on writing self-efficacy beliefs,
designing surveys to assess only self-efficacy beliefs, and studying the
reasons for the drop in self-efficacy beliefs among middle-school students.
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Chapter I
Background of the Study

Introduction
Education is a fundamental human right, a need so compelling and
basic to human dignity that it is proclaimed in monumental documents of
international organizations and the spiritual teachings of world religions.
This fundamental right was formally announced to the international
political community when the United Nations, representing the people of
the earth, stated in its 1948 UniversalDeclarationofHumanRights,
"Everyone has the right to education" (1948, p.4) and "Elementary
education shall be compulsory" (1948, p. 4).
The right to an education is also considered a spiritual imperative
according to some world religions. For example, the Baha'i Faith
proclaimed education to be a basic requirement for the advancement of
humanity when it's Founder said, "Regard man as a mine rich in gems of
inestimable value. Education can, alone, cause it to reveal its treasures,
and enable mankind to benefit therefrom" (Baha'u'llah, 1978, p. 162).
Unfortunately, many of the world's people still lack a basic
education. In its State of the World's Children 2000, UNICEF said, "Despite
the many stunning steps forward, a number of the goals [of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights] remain out of reach for hundreds of millions
of children" (UNICEF, 2000, p. 2). "While the majority of the world's
children are attending school, more than 130 million are not" (p. 1).
Training in reading and writing is the foundation of a basic
1
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education, and hundreds of millions are still denied this right. "Nearly a
billion people will enter the 21st Century unable to read a book or sign
their names and two thirds of them are women ... they are the world's
functional illiterates - and their numbers are growing" (UNICEF, 1999,
p. 1).

Basic literacy has a profound impact on the quality of life an
individual can hope to experience. According to UNICEF, education is
considered "as a human right and a force for social change; as the single
most vital element in combating poverty, empowering women, safeguarding children from exploitative and hazardous labour and sexual
exploitation, promoting human rights and democracy, protecting the
environment and controlling population growth .... Education is the
foundation of a free and fulfilled life. It is the right of all children and the
obligation of all governments" (UNICEF, 1999, p. 1).
Just as education and its lack thereof affect individuals in myriad
ways, the specific ability to write impacts individuals profoundly. "We
write to communicate, to express emotions, to stay organized. For
children, writing is a prime means of demonstrating their learning"
(Smith and Elley, 1997).
Individuals' attitudes towards writing influence their writing
ability and their willingness to write. Studies show that students who
have low self-efficacy attitudes towards writing are less likely to do well at
writing, and that students who write poorly are less likely to succeed in
school and other areas of life. Daly and Miller (1975) stated" ... students'
apprehensiveness of writing may result not only in their being less fluent

3

writers; it may also be reflected in their career choices and other decisions
of consequence" (Wachholz and Etheridge, 1996, p. 16).
Poor writing ability may undermine basic self esteem. "Nisbert and
Ross (1980) argue that such individuals fuse these beliefs of academic
incompetence with their own identity, making it difficult to separate self
from belief. For this reason it may be that students' beliefs about academic
capabilities affect more general beliefs about themselves as individuals"
(Wachholz and Etheridge, 1996).
Teachers have a responsibility to know and practice those teaching
methods that best foster a positive attitude towards writing among their
students, thus increasing students' likelihood of writing willingly and well.
The more that educators can study the ways children learn to write, the
more they can increase students' opportunities for success, for writing is
one of the basic skills required for lifelong learning. Squire (1995) says
that reading, writing and oral language are the bedrock subjects of the
curriculum, developing the competencies on which virtually all
subsequent instruction and learning depend (Sjoquist, 1997).
This emphasis on the importance of the child's attitude towards
writing is not unfounded. Research by Smith and Elley (1997) indicates
that traditional approaches to teaching writing, with their emphasis on
the product rather than the process, may decrease students' desire to
write. As Hood (1995) states in Smith and Elley, "Large numbers of
students enter school as eager learners and writers, and leave it as
reluctant writers" (p. 37). These negative attitudes are found in a
number of English-speaking countries. In the United States, the National
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Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP, 1990) found attitudes towards
writing generally to be negative, with 38.9% of eighth-grade students who
"like to write". Students showed little enthusiasm for writing during the
1980s, and achievement levels from 1974 showed no improvement
(Smith and Elley, 1997, p. 37). In Great Britain, a 1982 national survey
of 11-year-olds' attitudes towards writing revealed that 40% "look forward
to a time when I won't have much writing to do" (Smith and Elley, 1997,
p. 37). Smith and Elley (1997) cite studies in New Zealand and Scotland
that report similar results (p. 37).
Process writing, as compared to a writing program that emphasizes
the product, fosters positive attitudes towards writing in students. An
approach Smith and Elly (1997) attribute to Donald Graves (1983), it is
based on his conviction that children want to write and are natural
writers when allowed control of the process and a sense of ownership and
authority. The generally-agreed-upon elements of this method are that
the child chooses the topic, writes daily, revises drafts, seeks advice from
peers, conferences with the teacher, selects the finished form, and
publishes his final product. The class is structured to include a minilesson, a status-of-the-class report, 30 minutes minimum of writing time,
individual writing conferences, and group sharing (Strech, 1994). The
teacher writes with the children, modeling his or her own writing process
and expressing personal insights aloud while doing so (Smith and Elley,
1997).
Research indicates that the process approach is successful in
improving students' writing attitudes and abilities. Manning (1990)
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followed

22

children for three years (kindergarten through second grade),

where students were divided into a whole language group and a skillsbased approach group. At the end of three years, the whole language
group viewed themselves as better writers and outperformed the skills
group in spelling achievement (Smith and Elley, 1997). Monteith (1991),
when comparing whole language instruction with skills-based teaching in
two second-grade classrooms, found that students in the whole language
group achieved higher writing scores on the Stanford Achievement test
and had more positive attitudes towards writing (Smith and Elley, 1997).
Writing workshops are the most prevalent form of process writing
utilized in the United States today. The distinguished author Joyce Carol
Oates, herself a facilitator of a writing workshop, said, "there is no
atmosphere quite so intense, so exciting and occasionally dramatic as a
writing workshop when discussion is sharp and imaginative, and when the
work being critiqued is of sufficient quality ... and there is an element of
surprise and playfulness in many writing workshops that can be
immensely stimulating to all involved" (1997, p. 7). The writing
workshop is successfully taught from kindergarten through 12th grade
(Hertz and Heydenberk, 1997), in universities and bookstores (Phillips,
1991), in adult vocational schools and ESL classes (Retherford, 1998), in
teacher writing groups and community writing clubs from Maine to
Hawaii (Kahaney, 1994), drawing people from all cultures (Francis,
1996), ages (Kazemek, 1997) and abilities (Peelen, 1993).
The effectiveness of the workshop method is well documented,
particularly in Strech's review of the literature on writing workshops,
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where she concludes that, "there is adequate evidence to support the
assertion that the teaching of the writing process is a valuable practice"
(1994, p. 18). The writing workshop process method was chosen for this
study because of its proven effectiveness.
Most of the research regarding the effectiveness of writing
workshops has been qualitative, according to Strech (1994). She
comments that, "the abundance of qualitative research (and lack of
quantitative research) is due to the nature of the topic studied. The
cyclical nature of the writing process and the writing workshop approach
parallels the dynamic characteristic of qualitative research. Thus, the
lack of quantitative research should not be seen as a disadvantage to the
field but as a logical and conscious omission due to the nature of the topic
studied" {p. 18). This current study assesses the effectiveness of a writing
workshop using a quantitative measure, in order to attempt to address this
apparent gap in available research. The quantitative measure used for
this study was the Knudson Writing Attitude Survey for Children. This
survey was chosen because it has been validated for use with students in
grades 4-8 (Knudson, 1991).
The model of the writing workshop developed by Nancie Atwell is
well respected and widely copied. Strech (1994) states in her review of the
literature that, "The major contributors to the literature pertaining to the
writing workshop approach are Donald Graves, Lucy Calkins, and Nancie
Atwell ... the books of Graves, Calkins and Atwell form the basis for many
of the current advances in writing instruction. Consequently, these books
have been called 'the handbooks of the new pedagogy' (Sudol and Sudol,
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1991, p. 292)." This study uses the Atwell model as the basis for the

writing workshop because "it presents practical ways to evaluate students,
keep records, organize the classroom environment, and handle
conferences" (Strech, 1994, p. 13), and because it was developed and
tested with seventh-grade and eighth-grade students, the sample
population for this study.
Based on the compelling evidence that writing ability profoundly
influences success in school, self esteem and later choices in life; that the
process writing approach fosters positive attitudes towards writing; that
the Atwell "writing workshop" process writing approach is effective and
practical; and that there is a need for quantitative assessment of writing
workshops; this study was conducted.

The Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to use quantitative measures to
ascertain the impact of participation in a writing workshop on the writing
self-efficacy beliefs of students.

Question
The research question is: Will participation in a writing workshop
based on the Atwell model result in increased positive attitudes towards
writing and improved writing self-efficacy beliefs in

11

seventh grade

students as assessed by the Knudson Writing Attitude Survey for Children?

Delimitations and Limitations

8
This is a single group, pretest-posttest design study. Consequently,
it is vulnerable to several threats to internal validity. First, as it lacks a
control group, we cannot be certain that extraneous events have not
influenced the results. Second, the month interlude between the pretest
and the posttest allows for more time for outside influences to effect results
(McMillan,

2000,

p.

216).

The study is quasi-experimental, with no random selection of
participants. Students were selected by their language arts teacher for
inclusion in the study. According to McMillan and Wergin (1998),
"Random assignment strengthens the argument that any apparent effect
of the 'treatment' is not due to other factors, like inherent differences
among groups (p. 4)."
Quantitative assessment measures are used, specifically the
Knudsen Writing Attitude Survey for Children.
A small sample size participates, specifically 11 seventh-grade
students.
The daily classroom workshop is limited to 40 minutes, and the
project is limited to five days a week for four weeks.
Variety among sample students is limited. Students are all in
seventh grade, are attending one school, and are selected from one
classroom. They consist of nine boys and two girls, one of whom is
Hispanic and

10

of whom are European-American students.

Definition of Terms
Free Writing: Writing where topics are not prescribed and the
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writing is ordinarily not graded (Knudson, 1988).
Process Approach to Writing (Process Writing): An approach
whereby students decide what to write, write every day, talk about
writing with others, revise and produce multiple drafts of their work, and
present the final product in some form for others to read. The teacher acts
as supporter and guide through the process, following the lead of the
children and offering advice and assistance as needed (Smith and Elley,
1997)
Product Approach to Writing: A traditional approach that focuses on
the product rather than the process of writing. Children study the
products of good writers and how closely they approach the ideal, but are
given minimal assistance. They write on topics assigned by the teacher,
work in relative silence, write for the teacher as audience, focus on correct
conventions, and hand in all work for correction by the teacher (Smith
and Elley, 1997).
Writing Apprehension: Anxiety about writing that outweighs the
projected gain (Daly and Miller, 1975)
Writing Process: Refers to the recursive procedure followed by
writers as they compose original text. "The learned process of shaping
experiences into text, allowing the writer to discover, develop, clarify, and
communicate thoughts and feelings" (Washington State Commission on
Student Learning, 1995, p. 34). Steps in the Writing Process include:
Prewrite, draft, revise, edit, publish (Washington State Commission on
Student Learning, 1995).
Writing Self-Efficacy Beliefs: "Individuals' judgments of their
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competence in writing, specifically their judgments of their ability to
perform different writing tasks and of their possession of various writing
skills" (Pajares and Johnson, 1993, cited in Wachholz and Etheridge,
1996).
Writing Workshop: "A structured environment for teaching and
learning writing with clear rules and procedures, that begins with a brief
mini-lesson and provides time for students to work independently on
individual written pieces of their choice" (Avery, 1993, p. 14).
Basic components of the writing workshop:
1)

Mini-lesson: A brief meeting that begins the writing workshop

where the whole class addresses a skill that has been identified in the
student's writing (Lunsford, 1997).
2)

Status of the class: Students report "their plans for writing

time" (Strech, 1994, p. 7).
3)

Writing time: That time when students actually write.

4)

Writing Conference: Calkins (1986) defines as that time when

a teacher and child meet to discuss the child's writing (cited in Strech,
1994).
5)

Group share: Whole group sharing and discussion of writing,

featuring a few students daily (Strech, 1994).

Chapter II
Review of the Literature

Introduction
As this study focuses on the attitudes of middle school students
towards writing and the impact of a process writing approach upon those
attitudes, the review of the literature is confined to studies related to
writing self-efficacy beliefs. A brief history of such research is included, as
is a comparison of significant studies of the experiences of university and
high school students, middle school students, and elementary students.
The research on the impact of the process writing approach on
writing self-efficacy beliefs is extensive. It conclusively proves that the
process writing approach, specifically in the form of a writing workshop,
has a profoundly positive influence on the attitudes of students towards
writing and towards themselves as writers.

Early Studies on Attitudes Towards Writing
"Self concept is ... an elusive and often poorly defined construct"
according to Strein (1995), in his overview of research on assessing selfconcept. "Reviews of literature have found at least 15 different 'self terms
used by various authors. Terms such as 'self-concept,' 'self-esteem,' 'selfworth,' 'self-acceptance,' and so on are often used interchangeably, and
inconsistently, when they relate to different ideas about how people view
themselves" (p.

1).

Strein said, "extensive empirical research in

developmental and educational psychology over the past 15 years has
11
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strongly supported the multifaceted view" of self concept (p.1), which
stresses the value of self-evaluations of specific competencies or attributes.
These findings support the development of the following studies that deal
with self-evaluations of writing self-concept.
Early studies of communication anxiety were concerned solely with
speaking, according to Daly and Miller. "The individual high in this
anxiety about communicating was one for whom the perceived negative
effects of a communication encounter outweighed any perceived positive
outcomes" (1975, p. 1). Early research in the fields of speech
communication dealt primarily with anxiety in public speaking settings
and interpersonal communication activities. Research indicated that such
individuals experience avoidance of social interactions, lower need to
achieve, alienation, introversion, submissiveness, and low self-concept
regarding themselves as communicators (Daly and Miller, 1975).
Daly and Miller (1975) presumed that individuals might experience
similar anxiety when writing. They might fear evaluation of their
writing and avoid situations where writing is required, including specific
courses and occupations. Daly and Miller decided to design and validate a
writing apprehension measure that might help predict possibilities for
success in certain endeavors and reveal a relationship between scores and
personality traits. Their research indicated that no such studies had been
conducted previously in English, journalism or any other fields. They
conducted five separate studies using as many as 63 items and 941
participants before concluding that their measurement (26 items in its
final form) was a valid indicator of writing self-efficacy beliefs. "Their
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results included the conclusion that students' apprehensiveness of writing
may result not only in their being less fluent writers; it may also be
reflected in their career choice and other decisions of consequence"
(Wachholz and Etheridge, 1996, p. 16).
In 1979 Janet Emig and Barbara King designed a 40-item Writing
Attitude Scale for Students (WASS) to analyze teacher and student
attitudes towards writing. The test was administered to 25 teachers and
1600 junior and senior high school students and assessed preference for
writing, perception of writing, and process of writing (Emig and King,
1979). This well-known test has since been used in many studies to assess
student writing self-efficacy beliefs.
In the intervening years since the landmark studies of Daly and
Miller and Emig and King were conducted, there has been an explosion of
available information on writing self-efficacy beliefs and process writing
approaches. The following sections examine recent and important studies
on attitudes towards writing according to student age groups.

Writing Apprehension Among High School and University Students
Studies of university students clearly indicate that poor self-esteem
regarding writing ability has numerous, far-reaching and negative
effects on their lives. It can impact their motivation, learning, writing
ability, general self-esteem, occupational and academic choices and
success, and out-of-class interests.
In 1986, Hillocks reviewed existing work on the subject. His review
"found that students who are apprehensive about writing or who lack
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confidence in their writing ability are less motivated to write frequently,
write less well when they do, and avoid academic disciplines they perceive
as writing intensive" (Charney and Newman, 1995, p. 1). Charney and
Newman's 1995 study of attitudes and epistemologies noted several other
undergraduate studies completed since the Hillocks review. Conclusions
included: undergraduates who were apprehensive about writing had lower
confidence scores and their ratings of their writing abilities were
predictive of writing performance (Pajares and Johnson, 1993); freshmen
with higher perceived self-efficacy set higher goals for their writing,
which led to higher course grades (Zimmerman and Bandura, 1994, cited
in Charney, 1995); and freshmen who viewed writing ability as a gift, and
believed they lacked the gift, had significantly more negative attitudes
about writing than students who viewed writing as a learnable skill,
suggesting that beliefs about the learnability of writing may influence
students' performance (Palmquist and Young, 1992).
Poor self-esteem regarding writing ability can severely impact
learning. Wachholz and Etheridge's assessment of the "writing selfefficacy beliefs of high-and low-apprehensive writers" (1996) proposed to
"identify how inexperienced writing students perceive their own writing
competence and what students themselves define as sources for these
perceptions" (p. 16). The subjects were 43 college freshmen students. The
methodology included gathering writing samples over a 10-week period to
determine levels of writing apprehension, selecting students whose scores
identified them as being high- or low-apprehensive writers, gathering
students' responses to a prompt eliciting feelings about writing skills and
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sources of these attitudes, analyzing writing samples to determine
categories perceived by students as influencing their writing self-efficacy,
and conducting interviews to clarify self-efficacy beliefs and previous
experiences. The study utilized the Daly-Miller Writing Apprehension
Test. Results indicate that low-apprehensive writers have more positive
experiences with the categories of influence, high-apprehensive writers
believe that the ability to produce good writing is innate rather than a
process requiring effort, and high apprehensive writers are teacher
dependent, experiencing feelings of isolation regarding their self-efficacy
beliefs, and lacking involvement with and commitment to writing.
"These data suggest that the poor writing self-confidence on the part of
high-apprehensive writers, combined with their lack of previous positive
writing experiences, interferes with learning" (p.

20)

These findings also

support the contention of writing workshop proponents that the more
students understand that writing is a process that can be learned rather
than an innate gift, the more likely they will be to attempt it.
Other studies confirm findings that high appprehensives do less well
in school. Faigley and Witte (1981) wished to assess the role of
apprehension in the writing competency and performance of 110
undergraduates. Students were first screened through the Daly-Miller
survey (1975), and then completed eight standardized measures of
competency before beginning classes. They were later reassessed with the
Daly-Miller survey and personal essays. Results indicate that high
apprehensives performed differently than low apprehensives on
standardized tests of writing-related skills. For all but two measures, high
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apprehensives scored lower on tests of writing-related skills. In addition,
"apprehension also played a significant role in writing performance" (p.
19).
These studies confirm the serious and far-reaching impact oflow
self-esteem regarding writing, except for one notable exception. Knudson
(1993b) surveyed students in grades 9-12 to determine effects of gender,
grade and ethnicity on attitudes towards writing. She surveyed students
using the Knudson Attitude Survey for Children. Validated in her earlier
studies (Knudson, 1991, 1992), the survey had already been used
previously to ascertain that boys have less positive attitudes toward
writing than girls (Knudson, 1989, 1991, 1992), and that older students
show less positive attitudes towards writing than younger ones (Knudson,
1989, 1991, 1992). The survey was administered to 870 high school
students. Results were unexpected. Findings showed no difference in
attitudes between students in grades 9, 10 and 11 (inconsistent with
earlier Knudson findings), and seniors were found to have more positive
attitudes than younger high school students, reversing previous trends.
Knudson offered three possible explanations for the outcome: first, that by
grade 12 students have acquired a mature understanding of themselves as
writers, a point of view that has developed throughout their school years;
second, that less capable and presumably less positive students have
dropped out of school by grade 12; third, that the concept of oneself as a
writer and the understanding of the task of writing may develop during
earlier grades, particularly grades 4 through 8. There was no effect for
ethnicity. Consistent with her earlier studies, boys showed lower writing
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self-esteem than girls (Knudson, 1993b).

Writing Apprehension Among Elementary School Students
Research on the writing self-efficacy beliefs of elementary school
students show some notably different results from those conducted on
university students. They indicate several strong tendencies: first, that
younger students have much more positive attitudes towards writing
than older students; second, that grade level (upper), gender (female) and
attitude towards writing (positive) are very good predictors of writing
achievement, but ethnicity is not (Knudson, 1995); and third, that process
writing strategies conducted in writing workshops lead to improved
writing attitudes.
The aforementioned studies dealt with writing attitudes of high
school or college-age students. Aside from the work of Emig and King, little
work was done on quantitatively assessing the attitudes towards writing of
school age children younger than high school age prior to the work of Ruth
Knudson. Because the remainder of her studies deal exclusively with
elementary students or overlap the elementary and middle school age
groups, we will discuss all of them in this section.
In 1988 Knudson studied the effects of four instructional strategies
on students' writing. She studied 356 students in grades 4, 6 and 8 from
middle class populations in two California school districts. The students
were randomly assigned to one of four treatment groups utilizing a
different instructional strategy. The study was conducted over five weeks
and all students completed two attitude surveys as well as daily 20 minute
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writing assignments. Seven student teachers were trained to evaluate
compositions. Knudson's results indicate that students, when instructed in
either persuasive or informational writing, demonstrate improved
writing ability when taught using presentation of model pieces of writing
("product" focus), followed by free writing, where topics are not prescribed
and writing is ordinarily not graded, versus a "process" approach that
states the criteria for good writing while students engage in all parts of the
composing process, and a process and product strategy. Knudson did not
expect to find any significant difference in attitudes as a result of the
various teaching methods utilized in the study, and analysis of the test
results confirm her hypothesis.
Most interesting to our purposes, Knudson's thorough review of
previous studies indicates that even though studies frequently do not find
free writing to be more effective than other methods of teaching writing,
students in free writing groups are reported to have more positive
attitudes about writing than other subjects. However, she cautions that
"the conclusion that free writing is always effective in improving
composition is not warranted. Most of the reported studies use older
students as subjects (ninth grade and above). It is possible that free
writing is effective because of age and grade level effects" (1988, p. 74).
The most important outcome of the initial Knudson research project
is her writing attitudes assessment measure, the Knudson Writing
Attitude Survey for Children. With minor variations, it has been used to
survey children from grades kindergarten through

12.

She used the

survey in 1991 to confirm that younger students feel more positively
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about writing than do older students. In 1991 Knudson assessed the
attitudes of 88 students in grades 4 to 8, concluding that fourth graders
had significantly more positive attitudes towards writing than sixth
graders. No instructional method was assessed (1991).
This tendency of younger students to have more positive attitudes
towards writing than older students is confirmed in other studies.
Knudson's 1993 study of ethnicity, conducted with 1798 students in
grades 4 to 8 and using the same survey, concluded that there was no
significant effect of ethnicity on the total score, but that older students
have less positive attitudes than younger students, and girls more positive
than boys, although there was a lack of gender differences for black and
Asian students (1993a). No teaching methods were evaluated.
Knudson's latest study (1995) reviewed recent research regarding
students' attitudes towards particular school activities. She cited Hogan's
(1980) conclusions that students in grades 1-8 generally felt favorably
towards various writing activities; that first through fourth-grade
students most preferred writing letters and spelling; that students in
grades 4-8 least preferred writing reports (and as this is the prevalent
work of upper grades, may be closely associated with older student's less
positive attitudes towards school); that students attitudes towards writing
became less favorable with an increase in grade, a finding replicated by
other researchers (Applebee, Langer, Jenkins, Mullis, & Foertsch, 1990;
Beck, 1997; Flanders, Morrison & Brode, 1968; Knudson, 1993b); and that
interest in writing activities was higher than interest in other subjects
from grades 3-6, peaked in grade 4, and declined from grades 6-8.
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In the 1995 Knudson study, 430 first to sixth-grade students were
assessed to determine the relationship of writing achievement and attitude
towards writing as well as the relationship of grade level and gender to
attitude towards writing. Methodology included administering the
Knudson Writing Attitude Survey and a writing prompt. In addition,
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students were randomly selected to be interviewed by the researcher
regarding their attitudes towards writing, conceptions of writing tasks and
activities, and perception of the importance of writing. Each essay was
read by two trained raters. Results support previous research, that grade
level, gender and attitude towards writing are related to writing
achievement (students in upper grades who are females and have positive
attitudes towards writing are more likely to be above-average writers, p.
6); that students liked writing stories and reports (probably as a result of
the process writing and informational writing emphasis of that school's
curriculum, and a conflict with Hogan's earlier findings); that students
had only a vague notion of the kind of writing required for school or job
success; that most students report that they learned to write at home; and
that students generally liked to write.
For our purposes, the significant findings of this study are that
writing attitudes are related to writing achievement, and that children's
preferences with respect to writing tasks have changed within the last
decade. Knudson concludes that, "Changes in the schools may account for
these differences. Specifically, process writing is more prevalent, local and
national assessments of writing focus on more realistic, authentic writing
tasks than earlier assessments did, and there is greater inclusion of
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different kinds of writing in the school curriculum" (p. 8).
In summation, writing attitude studies with elementary children
confirm that younger students have much more positive attitudes towards
writing than older students; that grade level, gender and attitude towards
writing are very good predictors of writing achievement; and that process
writing strategies conducted in writing workshops lead to improved
writing attitudes.

Writing Apprehension Among Middle-School Students
The research on the writing self-efficacy beliefs of fourth graders and
sixth graders (Knudson, 1991) indicate that older children have poorer
attitudes towards writing. The research of Anderson (1998) on motivation
of middle school students confirms this decline in motivation as students
move from elementary to middle school. However, Anderson's research
also confirms the effect on motivation of the learning environment in
which a student finds him or herself. Certain instructional strategies can
influence attitudes towards learning and expectations of individual
students. Their autonomy needs can be addressed by allowing student
input and choice in classroom decision making.
Elks studied the poor performance on assignments and state-wide
writing assessments of middle school students. A practicum was devised to
improve teacher competency in the writing process, to improve students'
writing attitudes, and to improve student writing achievement by
enhanced teacher practices and student publishing. Students (142)
completed pre and postsurveys that indicated that more than 25%
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improved in their attitudes towards writing, and that the process writing
approach improved students' composition performance (1988).
Shields (1991) used computers to improve the standard English and
attitudes towards writing of Nicaraguan American, white and African
American students in sixth to eighth grade. Thirty-two students
participated in a computer literacy course. Ten students were chosen for
the research project based on test scores and writing samples. After eight
weeks, assessment showed improved attitude towards the writing process
and in the use of standard English.
Eastman (1997) explored whether or not the use of journals affect
attitudes towards writing. She studied 121 middle school students.
Results and her research confirm that journal writing enhances the
process writing experience, improves attitudes towards writing, provides
increased opportunities to write, allows for personal connections with
teachers, documents life experiences, and improves writing fluency.
Westervelt's 1998 study had three objectives: to examine factors
that create positive attitudes towards learning, to understand factors that
lead to student's participation in a process writing class, and to examine
students' experiences in such a class. The writing samples of 33 students
in a middle-school class were evaluated. Results confirmed that students
felt positively about and enjoyed what they were learning, and put forth
their best efforts. Students used a variety of genres in their writing and
actively participated in the steps of the writing process.
These studies and other research clearly validate the use of the
writing workshop in the middle schools and its positive impact of the
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writing self-efficacy beliefs of middle-school students. The following section
on the process approach reinforces this determination with further
research of middle school and other students.

The Writing Workshop Process Approach
Having studied the research concerning writing self-efficacy of
students of all ages, what is it about the middle-school student that makes
the writing workshop method such an effective teaching approach?
Zemelman, in his book A Community of Writers (1988), offers this
explanation. He contends that above all else literacy is a social
phenomenon rather than a solitary endeavor, "arising out of a rich and
complex web of immediate, living needs, purposes, meanings [and]
relationships" (p. 47). Young children learn to communicate and speak in
relationship with the people in their lives. Most real writing originates in
some real social purpose with a real audience. Emergent literacy research
demonstrates "the deep sociolinguistic roots of growth in language ability"
(p. 48).

As writing is a profoundly social activity, "the writing of teenagers
inevitably puts them in relation to others in a community, a family or a
social group" (p. 49), causing them to have to take a stance, make a
commitment, and be vulnerable about their writing. "And if the writing
is any good, it involves an engagement and a voice that does reflect the
writer's deeper self.... Asking for engaged, thoughtful, inventive writing
in any classroom is thus asking students to take risks, to contribute their
own initiative, and to take responsibility - all difficult enough for
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teenagers ordinarily, and especially challenging when the prevailing
social setting makes one feel so vulnerable" (p. 49).
When the teacher presents highly structured assignments for essays
and intensive grammar editing, she or he is the one taking the
responsibility, rather than allowing students to make the important
decisions adults say they want them to make. Educators impose
"authoritarian social structures where the first priority for students is to
be passive and orderly, to follow directions, and to accept the rules and
values dictated by the teacher" (p. 50). Zemelman says:
What students learn about writing depends more than anything
else on the context in which they write--that is, on the way in which
the writing is used in the classroom group; the attitudes of the
teachers toward the students and toward the writing itself;
relationships among the students; the students' sense of what the
teacher thinks about them; why they are writing; how people treat
the ideas and beliefs expressed in their writing; the tone of the room,
the school, and the community; and the purposes for learning
implicitly expressed by that community (p. 50).
Clearly, the needs of the middle-school student are amply satisfied in
the writing workshop. Thus, their attitudes about themselves and others
will be deeply impacted by such an experience. Atwell says:
First, teachers have to accept the reality of middle-school
students. Confusion, bravado, restlessness, a preoccupation with
peers, and the questioning of authority ... are the hallmarks of a
particular time of life. By nature young adolescents are volatile and
social. Our teaching can take advantage of this and help kids find
meaningful ways to channel their energies and social needs instead
of trying to legislate against them.
Next, we have to recognize that adolescence is as special and
important a time in student's intellectual development as any other
phase in a child's life ....
Finally, middle school teaching should be organized so that it
helps kids begin to understand and participate in adult reality.
This means more independent activity, more say in what happens

25
in the classroom, and more responsibility for their learning" (1998,
p. 54).

Numerous studies confirm that the process writing approach, when
implemented in university and adult classes, high schools, middle schools,
elementary schools and preschools, positively influences the writing selfefficacy beliefs of students. The research is bountiful and conclusive.
Studies also indicate that students in writing workshops do develop writing
ability. Several recent studies are examined here.
Early childhood special education, kindergarten, and first-grade
students demonstrated poor reading and writing skills when Klatt (1996)
analyzed the probable cause of their troubles through the use of published
and teacher assessments. After reviewing possible solutions, the adults
chose to implement a writing workshop. Post-intervention data showed
increased writing and reading achievement and enhanced motivation
among students in the study.
Robin Bayer (1999) hypothesized that first-grade students would
not become more confident writers or more proficient at using description
in their writing through participation in a writing workshop. Twentyfour students attended the workshop on a weekly basis and were
administered pretests and posttests to measure any changes in their
attitudes. Results confirmed that participation in the workshop influenced
the children to become more confident writers and more proficient at
using descriptive words in their writing.
Adams' 1996 study examined a program to improve writing skills
and attitudes of second and fifth-grade students. Their problems included
underdeveloped writing skills and lack of student interest, documented
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through teacher journals, student surveys and checklists. An analysis of
the problem resulted in selecting a writing workshop approach, employing
a variety of instructional strategies. Resulting data confirmed that
second-grade students made significant gains in writing mechanics,
organization and focus. Fifth graders made significant gains in use of
details and conventions.
Kindergarten through third-grade students lacked motivation and
progress in their attempts at writing. Carol Large and others designed a
program for 46 randomly-chosen students in grades K-3. A written
language inventory was used to assess their growth, as well as written
portfolios. Results indicate that the program, which used a writing
workshop format in conjunction with a home writing program, writing
centers, author's corner, skill development and a print-rich environment
caused positive and significant changes in student motivation and writing
skills in all involved classrooms (1997).
In 1992, Linda Thomas proposed to ascertain how exposure to
learning writing through a process approach would impact fifth grader's
attitudes towards writing. Twenty-three students took the Emig-King
survey as a pretest and posttest, interspersed with a 7 month writing
workshop. Results indicated that students' enjoyment of writing,
enthusiasm for writing and willingness to write were increased.
The various aspects of the process writing and writing workshop
model have been researched and confirmed as valid and contributory to
writing success. While in the workshop, students practice the steps of the
writing process, which are: prewrite, draft, revise, edit, and publish
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(Washington State Commission on Student Learning, 1995). As stated
earlier, the basic elements of a writing workshop are:
1)

Mini-lesson: A brief meeting that begins the writing workshop

where "the whole class addresses a skill that has been identified in the
student's writing" (Lunsford, 1997, p. 42).
2)

Status of the class: Students report "their plans for writing

time" (Strech, 1994, p. 7).
3)

Writing time: That time when students actually write. This

time is also devoted to peer conferences.
4)

Writing Conference: Calkins (1986) defines as that time when

a teacher and child meet to discuss the child's writing (Strech, 1994).
5)

Group share: Whole group sharing and discussion of writing,

featuring a few students daily (Strech, 1994).
A few studies that validate the specifics of the workshop approach
are included here. Lensmire studied the impact of peer relations on a third
grade writing workshop. A year-long case study ensued where the
teacher/researcher observed the relationships of the students.
Observations verified that peer culture effects sharing time and story
content of the workshop, and can cause children to avoid peer conferences
with certain students (1992).
Boone (1996) and others assessed student attitudes towards writing
in early childhood, first and third-grade students. Among other causes,
the researchers identified lack of topic choice when writing and absence of
an environment conducive to writing as factors in negative attitudes.
Their recommended solutions included implementation of a writing
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workshop, whole group activities to enhance the writing process, and the
creation of a more predictable and safer environment.
Breen-Williams (1992) examined one aspect of the process approach,
where teacher comments focused on the message of the piece rather than
the surface details such as conventions. Results indicated that the
message-oriented group showed a wider vocabulary range, greater clarity
in writing, greater impact on their readers, and no difference in progress
made in conventions (spelling, punctuation, grammar), with such results
suggesting the students' had greater confidence in their ability to express
themselves (Smith and Elley, 1997).
Twenty journalism students participated in a study of student's use
of prewriting strategies and their attitudes. For 12 weeks they developed
their journalistic skills while producing a school newspaper. They worked
in small groups and individually on activities that developed prewriting
abilities. Writing samples and the Florida Writing Assessment program
rubric were the means for evaluation of the study. Results showed
improved writing skills and attitudes (La Roche, 1993).
Cumberworth's 1998 study verified the inclusion of the revision
process. She studied seventh and eighth-grade students who exhibited
weak writing skills, ineffective use of the writing process, and poor
attitudes towards writing. Writing samples, teacher observations and
surveys were used to assess the problems. A program was developed that
provided real world purposes for writing, and changed the instruction of
and emphasis on the writing process approach. Results indicated a positive
increase in students' writing attitudes, and improved use of the steps in
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the writing process, particularly revision.
Chihak's 1999 description of her "Panther Paw Press", a school-based
publishing program, verifies the necessity of publishing student work. In
brief, she devised a school newspaper that allowed students to publish their
own writing. Such publication resulted in students feeling like validated
authors, and had a significant impact on several student's writing selfefficacy beliefs and subsequent writing production, as verified by a
student's comment: "Working with Panther Paw Press was exciting,
knowing I'm an author" (p. 492).
These and other studies indicate that the specific aspects of the
writing workshop approach are conducive to its success.

Surveys of Writing Self-Efficacy
Quantitative tests of writing self-efficacy originated with the Daly
and Miller Writing Apprehension Measure (1975), designed to measure
general anxiety about encoding written communication. No such
measures existed prior to the development of the Daly and Miller
instrument. Their purpose was to validate the test, which was achieved in
five separate studies involving 941 college students and adults. The final
26 items were composed in Likert-type scale format, each with five
possible responses ranging from "strongly agree" to "strongly disagree",
and were modeled after those previously developed to measure
communication apprehension. The respondent indicated the degree of his
agreement or disagreement with items which dealt with tendencies to
avoid writing, attitudes towards written communication, and feelings
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experienced during writing.
The Emig-King Writing Attitude Scale for Students (WASS), a
revision of the "Emig Writing Attitude Scale" constructed in 1977 by
Janet Emig for the New Jersey Writing Project, was designed to assess
junior high and senior high student's (grades 7-12) attitudes towards
writing. The scale contained 40 Likert-type items representing three
categories: preference for writing, perception of writing, and process of
writing (Emig and King, 1979). Twenty-five teachers and 1600 students
participated in this study, and later revisions were made based on the
suggestions of English education graduate students and secondary
teachers of English, thus improving the content validity of the scale. It
took approximately 30 minutes to administer the scale, which asked
students to circle one of five responses ranging from "almost always" to
"almost never". A lower numerical score indicated a more positive
attitude towards writing.
In 1988 Ruth Knudson, studying the effects of four instructional
strategies on students' writing, utilized the Emig-King scale. In addition,
Knudson devised her own scale, based on Emig-King, called the Knudson
Writing Attitude Survey for Students, Grades 4 to 8 .
The original Knudson Writing Attitude Survey for Children, Grades
4 to 8, consisted of 20 Likert-type items administered to 356 students. The
purpose in developing the instrument was to assess younger children's
(elementary and middle school) attitudes towards writing. After
implementation, one item was deleted as invalid. Knudson later further
validated her 19-item test with studies of students in grades 9-12 (1993)
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and grades 1-6 (1995). Her results are interesting to this study for reasons
cited earlier, and that she created and validated a writing attitude survey
that was easier for students in younger grades to understand. Because of
the extensive validation of the test, its shorter length and its particular
application to seventh grade students, it was selected for use in this
current study. In this survey, as in the Emig-King survey, a lower score
indicates a more positive attitude.
Other surveys of writing attitude exist. They were not chosen for
closer analysis, either because they were not fully validated quantitative
assessments (O'Neal, 1984; Boone, 1996), because they did not exclusively
assess attitude (Newman, 1993; Charney & Newman, 1995; MacMillan,
1995), or because they were not specifically designed for middle-school
students (Unger, 1986; Giordano, 1987).

Summary
The research overwhelmingly indicates that as children get older
their beliefs about themselves as writers change. They begin to lose their
sense of joyful participation in the writing experience, and begin to look at
themselves as less-capable writers.
Such changes can be attributed to outdated and ineffective teaching
methods that deny students the independence necessary to be involved
and excited participants in the writing process. Studies clearly prove that
negative attitudes can be improved, and earlier attitudes regained and
strengthened, when students understand and participate in the process
writing approach, particularly in the form of a writing workshop.
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Berreyesa (1996) makes specific recommendations of strategies to
promote and encourage student writing in the middle school. Her
recommendations are the following: use authentic writing, give students
freedom to choose topics, promote free writing, provide peer and teacher
feedback about content rather than mechanics, allow time for revisions,
and give students positive reinforcement.
Zemelman reminds us to take this new model, that works so well in
the elementary school environment with its optimistic students, longer
uninterrupted class time, smaller student/teacher ratio, and less urgent
demands from student peers, and "adjust, revise and translate the new
paradigm to make it effective with secondary-school kids" (p. 11). He tells
us, "The good news is, despite all these challenges and difficulties, the
process paradigm can work and does work for junior high and high school
students" (p.

10).

Chapter III
Methods and Procedures

This chapter examines the methods and procedures utilized in the
current study. It details participants, apparatus and materials used,
procedures followed, and the daily lesson format utilized.

The Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to use quantitative measures to
ascertain the impact of participation in a writing workshop on the writing
self-efficacy beliefs of students. Specifically, the researcher asks whether
or not participation in a writing workshop based on the Atwell model will
result in increased positive attitudes towards writing in

11

seventh grade

students as assessed by the Knudson Writing Attitude Survey for Children.

Participants
In the current study, subjects were

11

seventh grade students

attending a middle school in Wenatchee, Washington. Their language arts
teacher agreed to allow half of her class to participate in this study, while
she instructed the other half. The school principal endorsed the study.
This study made no attempt to compare the teaching methods of the
classroom teacher and the researcher for several reasons. First, the
teacher was preparing her students for a coming state-wide test and was
addressing their individual needs rather than focusing on a particular
teaching method. Second, the researcher is a novice teacher and the
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classroom teacher is highly-regarded with 30 years of experience.
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Students for this study were not randomly selected; they were
chosen by the classroom teacher. She selected those students who she felt
had the maturity and flexibility to cope with the unexpected changes in
teachers and classroom location, who had no language barriers, and who
did not require her one-on-one tutoring prior to the state test. The
researcher's group was composed of nine boys and two girls
Americans and one Hispanic-American), ages

12

(10

European-

and 13. No students had

disabilities. It is not known if any were gifted or talented students.

Apparatus /Materials
The study was conducted in the library of the middle school. The
school library media specialist agreed to the researcher using the library
instructional space as the location for the study. The researcher chose the
library as the instructional space for several reasons. First, she is a
professional librarian and therefore very comfortable in the library
environment. Second, she desired that the workshop students have
reading materials readily available. This availability of materials is in
conformity with the Atwell method. Atwell maintains an extensive
collection of reference materials and other fiction and non-fiction resources
in her classroom, and provides computers for word processing (1998).
Locating the study in the school library was a way to replicate her unique
classroom environment and provide easy access to materials and
computers.
The study utilized the writing workshop format of Nancie Atwell. In
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the workshop the researcher used various forms from Atwell's book, In the
Middle (1998).

Procedures
The study was conducted over a four week period. Students met for
40 minutes daily, five days a week for four weeks.
On day one, all 11 students completed the Knudson Writing Attitude
Survey for Children (see Table 3:1). Although Atwell always surveys her
students at the beginning and end of the year (1988), the researcher chose
the Knudson survey because it has been validated in numerous studies.
There are several benefits in using a previously-validated survey.
First, the researcher does not have to spend time validating an original
survey or the Atwell survey. Second, because the pretest-posttest design of
the study is susceptible to internal validity problems, by using a validated
survey the researcher increases the likelihood of achieving better results.
The researcher distributed the Knudson survey and pencils to the
students, and asked them to put their names on the test and to read and
answer the questions as carefully and honestly as possible. The names
were necessary for later comparisons between pretests and posttests.
Prior to completing the survey, students were told very little about
the class they would be taking, so as not to influence the pretest survey
results. After collecting the pretest, the researcher informed the students
that they would all be participating in a four-week writing workshop and
began her introductory lesson.

Table 3.1
Knudson Writing Attitude Survey for Children
Writing Survey: Please circle the relevant answer.
L When I have free time. I would
rather \vrite than watch TV.

I: Almost Always

2: Often 3: Sometimes 4: Seldom 5: Almost Never

2. I get good grades on what I
\Vrite at school.

1: Almost Always

2: Often 3: Sometimes

3. My parents like what I write.

1: Almost Always

2: Often 3: Sometimes 4: Seldom 5: Almost Never

4. I like to \Vrite if I can choose
the topic.

1: Almost Always

2: Often 3: Sometimes 4: Seldom 5: Almost Never

6. I think writing is fun.

I: Almost Al\vays

2: Often 3: Sometimes 4: Seldom 5: Almost Never

7. If I have free time. I would
rather write than read.

1: Almost Always

2: Often 3: Sometimes 4: Seldom 5: Almost Never

8. I am a good writer.

1: Almost Always

2: Often 3: Sometimes 4: Seldom 5: Almost Never

9. I \VOuld rather write an essay
than \Vork in a notebook.

1: Almost Always

2: Often 3: Sometimes 4: Seldom 5: Almost Never

10. At school. I like to write science 1: Almost Always
and social studies reports.

2: Often 3: Sometimes 4: Seldom 5: Almost Never

11. I think I could write better than
!do.

1: Almost Always

2: Often 3: Sometimes

4: Seldom

12. You have to be a good writer to
do well in school.

1: Almost Always

2: Often 3: Sometimes

4: Seldom 5: Almost Never

13. I would like to have more time
in school to \Vrite.

1: Almost Always

2: Often 3: Sometimes 4: Seldom

14. I can write a complete paragraph. 1: Almost Always
15. I do better at school if I take
notes on \Vhat the teacher says.

4: Seldom 5: Almost Never

5: Almost Never

5: Almost Never

2: Often 3: Sometimes 4: Seldom 5: Almost Never

I: Almost Always 2: Often 3: Sometimes 4: Seldom 5: Almost Never

16. Writing to express yourself is
1: Almost Always
important in getting a good job.

2: Often 3: Sometimes 4: Seldom 5: Almost Never

17. I write notes to my friends.

1: Almost Always

2: Often 3: Sometimes

4: Seldom 5: Almost Never

18. I write letters to pen pals,
relatives, and friends when I

1: Almost Always

2: Often 3: Sometimes

4: Seldom 5: Almost Never

1: Almost Always

2: Often 3: Sometimes

4: Seldom

1: Almost Always

2: Often 3: Sometimes 4: Seldom 5: Almost Never

am not in school.
19. I am good at writing a whole

5: Almost Never

composition.
20. I would rather write than listen
to the radio.

The daily format of the lessons consisted of the following:

Day

1:
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Researcher administers the pretest and explains the daily

schedule of the workshop:
Poetry Discussion - Class reads aloud and discusses one poem
daily, as a way to introduce various aspects of creative
writing (e.g., forms of poetry, figurative language, voice,
word choice, etc.)
Mini-Lesson - Class looks at one aspect of a step in the writing
process: Prewriting, drafting, revising, editing, publishing.
Status of the Class - Students tell the researcher which
piece(s) they are working on and where they are in the
writing process.
Writing Time - Students spend the remainder of the class time
writing and/or peer editing (approximately 20 minutes).
Writing Conference - Researcher privately addresses
individual student questions and needs during the writing
time.
Day

2 - 19:

Participants follow the daily schedule of the workshop.

Researcher utilizes the first minilessons to introduce students to
various procedures.
Day

20:

Researcher administers the posttest. Each student reads

aloud one selection from his or her work (group share).
Following Week: Researcher presents students with a completed
book of the class' work.
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The amount of actual class time spent writing conforms with the
parameters of Knudson's first study, where students wrote for

20

minutes

daily in response to a specific prompt (1988). Of course, in accordance
with the writing workshop model, students in this study selected their own
topics. The classroom time spent writing does not conform to the Atwell
model, however. Atwell cites Graves (1983) as recommending a
minimum of three class periods a week for writing (1998). Atwell spends
four days a week with her students in a 90 minute block that includes both
writing and reading. "Within the block I try to carve out time each day
for a poem, a writing mini-lesson, independent writing and conferring, a
brief read-aloud from a novel or short story, and time for independent
reading, usually fifteen to twenty minutes a day" (p. 96). In this study,
because of time limitations, the workshop was limited to working on
writing, although students were encouraged to read by using the library
resources to research their writing topics. Several students did so. There
was also insufficient time to read aloud daily from short stories or novels.
However, the researcher felt that the daily reading aloud of the poem
somewhat compensated for the lack of other reading, and one day she read
aloud a picture book that reflected a particular writing trait, rather than
a poem.
In the first week of the workshop, students were taught and
practiced the procedures for the class. The researcher presented the
various forms to be used (e.g., peer editing), explained the filing system,
and informed students that they were to be self-directed. They quickly
learned to quietly gather their materials at the beginning of class. Each
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student, again in conformity with the Atwell model, had his own files.
One was for work in process, and contained various supplemental
materials that would assist him in writing (e.g., proofreading marks). The
other file was for completed work. Students knew where to submit pieces
to be edited or commented upon by the researcher.
The poetry section of the workshop was the researcher's favorite.
Atwell utilizes poetry in her daily lessons to her students, as a way to
expose them to beautiful language, the rhythm and rhyme of the spoken
word, word play, humor, important and inspiring themes, and
professional writing. She also believes it provides a unique and important
way for adolescents to express themselves. "When my students use
writing to capture their feelings and give shape to their experience, poetry
is the mode to which they most often turn. Their poetry is my best
window on adolescents' hearts and minds" (1998, p. 54).
The researcher presented a variety of poetry in the workshop, and
gradually increased the challenge and maturity of the poems. The
selected poetry included many poems by famous poets and two original
poems by the researcher. Her original poetry was used as a way to model
to the students that she, too, is a writer, a method Atwell utilizes. Atwell
says, " I've learned that I only have to write a little bit better than my
students for them to learn from my demonstrations" (1998, p. 25).
"Today my reputation as a teacher depends on the importance I place on
writing and reading in my life, how my passion informs my teaching, and
how I invite kids to share that passion" (p. 84).
The poetry used in this study also demonstrated various poetic forms
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(e.g., rhymed couplets, quatrains, tercets, free verse) as a way to
introduce students to possibilities for their own writing and to the
language and terminology of poetry. By the end of the workshop the
students understood and used many terms related to the use of figurative
language in poetry (e.g., alliteration, assonance, rhyme scheme). These
forms and terms were also reflected in the students' original poetry.
The daily minilesson is a crucial component of the writing
workshop. Atwell says, "I use the presentations to introduce and highlight
concepts, techniques and information that will help writers and readers
grow up. In the process students rediscover their earlier playfulness as
they learn ways to control and shape it" (1998, p. 149). The minilesson is
a forum for the teacher to share what she knows and for the students to
share what they know in an atmosphere of mutual resect and learning.
Atwell chooses topics according to "my analysis of what students need to
know next, based on what's happening in their writing and reading, and
from my experience of the kinds of information needed by this age group"
(1998, p.151).
In this study, minilessons consisted of training in classroom
procedures, reminders of the steps in the writing process, examination of
poetic forms and terminology, and several crucial lessons to establish the
tone of the class. These are the lessons where Atwell introduces herself as a
reader and writer. "I launch my workshop by exploring my spheres of
interest as a writer and reader, out loud in minilessons, then inviting
students to identify and lay claim to their own interests, concerns and
areas of expertise. I call these our territories. When I present my territories
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as a writer and reader to my students, I demonstrate, as explicitly as I can,
all the ways that writing and reading matter in the life of their English
teacher" (1998, p. 120).
The researcher began the workshop by introducing her own writing
territories. Atwell calls them "subjects I've written about or might like to,
genres I've written in or might like to try, and audiences for whom I write
or would like to" (1998, p. 120). These minilessons are useful because
they model for the students the kinds of interests a writer might have, and
the forms they might utilize, and provide students with excellent ideas to
stimulate their own territories lists. While the researcher's own territories
were presented over the course of several days, students in the workshop
wrote their own lists and saved them in their "in process" folders to refer to
as needed for inspiration.
During the very brief "Status of the Class" report, the researcher
queried each student about what he or she was composing at the moment.
Atwell says the purpose of the conference is to make a record of student
intent and progress. This conferencing was done as a group exercise, so
that everyone heard what everyone else was working on. In this way,
students continued to provide ideas for each other.
Students had complete freedom during writing time. They chose
their own topics about which to write, genres and forms in which to delve,
lengths of finished pieces, stages of the writing process in which to engage,
when and if to invite peer editing and teacher editing or commentary, and
when to start or finish a piece (or even abandon something that was not
working and try something else). Atwell believes that "freedom of choice
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does not undercut structure. Instead, students become accountable for
learning about and using the structures available to writers to serve their
purpose" (1998, p. 15).
At any given moment during this stage in the workshop the
students might be quietly conferring with a peer about how to punctuate
dialogue in a story, meditating on a good opening line to a tall tale,
contemplating a word to rhyme with "shower", or typing a draft. The
students were remarkably focused and well-behaved. This may have been
a result of the classroom teacher's selection of participants, but not
necessarily. The group experienced its share of occasional discipline
challenges, and the end-of-the-class "points" session where students
assessed their earned behavior points was sometimes lively. What the
researcher believes she witnessed was a group of students fully engaged in
the writing process, and enjoying it. They came to class happy and willing
to work, fulfilling their social needs at the same time.
Five minutes prior to the end of class, students returned their folders
to the file, knowing that they could take work home (only one student ever
did so), and after behavior points were assessed, they conversed quietly
until the bell rang.

Chapter IV
Results

To reiterate, when conducting this survey the researcher followed
standard pretest--application--posttest form. She administered the
Knudson Writing Attitude Survey for Children to

11

seventh-grade

students, applied the writing workshop for four weeks (40 minutes daily,
five times per week), and administered the Knudson survey as a posttest.
In this chapter results are listed according to responses from
individual students, and by clusters as determined in the original Knudson
research. Results include percentages of students whose attitudes
decreased, remained the same, or improved in various response categories.
It is important to know several points when assessing the survey

results. First, in the Knudson survey, a lower score indicates a more
positive attitude. Second, this researcher is simply attempting to verify
changes in attitude, and is not attempting to establish a base line attitude
score. Third, cluster results are stronger indicators of tendencies than are
responses to individual questions. Knudson's test responses were clustered
according to topic (see Table 4.3), as a result of her research (1991).
Fourth, item #5 in the survey was eliminated after compiled results from
the original Knudson survey indicated that it "had no correlations higher
than -0.124 ... " and "that the Cronbach alpha for the entire survey would
increase if it were deleted" (1991, p. 808).
Based on individual responses and the clusters validated in the
original Knudson study, the researcher calculated results ofpresurveys
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and postsurveys conducted of the

11

participants in the current study.
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Each survey was given a numerical score by simply adding the numbers
of the response categories circled by the participants. The score of the first
survey and the second survey were compared and the differences between
the scores noted in table 4.i. In all tables, a lower score indicates higher
self-efficacy regarding writing (Knudson, 1988, p. 153). Analysis of the
results indicate that some of the children's writing self-efficacy was
increased by participating in this writing workshop, some remained the
same, and some decreased.
Table 4.1 lists the complete results for each student and question,
listing the differences between responses on Survey A (the pretest) and
Survey B (the posttest) for every student and every question. Note that
lower scores indicate higher self-efficacy. In other words, if a student
shows a negative score, that indicates that his self-efficacy improved in the
time between taking Survey A and Survey B. A zero indicates no change
in the score, and a positive score indicates decline in self-efficacy.

Table 4.1
Differences Between Scores on Surveys A and B,
Listed by Student (1-11) and Question (1-20)

1

2
3
4
6
7

1

2

3

4

-1
-1
-1
0
0
0

1
0
0
0
0
0

0
0
0

0
0
0

-2

0
0

0

_,

1

1

6

7

8

9

0
1

0
0
0

0
0
-2

0
0
0

2
0
-1

0

1

5

0
2

_,

0

0

_,

_,1

0
-2

10
-2
0
0
0
-1

0

11
0
1

-1
0
2
0

45
8
9
10

-1

11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19

20

0
0
0

0

-1
1
-1
-1

-1
-1

1

0
0

-1
-1
-1
1

3

0
0

-1
1
0
3

4

0
0

-1
0

0
0
0
0

-1
0
0

0

0

2

1
-1

0
0
0

1

-1
-2

0

0

-2

0

-1
-1

-2

-3

0

-3

-2

0

0

-1
1

4

0

2

-1

0

-1

0

1
1
-2

1
1

-1

0

-1

3

-2

-3

0

0

1

-2

0

0
0
0

-1

2
-1
1

1
-1
2

0

2
1

-2

0

3

0
0
0
-1

0

0

-1
-2

-1
-1
0

-1

0
0

0
0

2
0

1
-1

2

1

2
-2
0
0

2
0

1
1

0
0
3
0

Number of questions with improved attitude:

Total 57 (27 %)

Number of questions with no change in attitude:

Total 97 (46%)

Number of questions with decline in attitude:

Total 56 (27%)

Results of this table indicate that students attitudes, as a group and
in response to the entire survey, did not show significant change. Many
responses remained the same, and almost exactly the same number of
responses showed positive change as showed negative change. Five
students improved on more questions than they declined, four students
declined on more questions than they improved, and two students
improved and declined on the same number of questions. Out of 11
students,

10

students showed no change on over a third of the questions.

Table 4.2 lists, by question, results by percentage of students who
scored no change in attitude, percentage of students with higher score and
decline in attitude, and percentage of students with lower score and
improved attitude.

Table 4.2 clearly indicates that on 10 questions more students
showed no change in their attitudes than showed change, whether positive
or negative. On

11

out of 19 questions, a higher percentage of students'

attitudes improved than declined (#1,3,4,7,8,11,12,14,16,17,19).

Table 4.2
Percentage of Students with No Change in Attitude,
Decline in Attitude, and Improved Attitude,
Listed by Question
Question

% Students With
No Change

1
2
3
4
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20

54.5
81.8
54.5
72.7
54.5
36.4
54.5
18.2
72.7
54.5
27.3
27.3
63.6
9.1
45.5
45.5
0
54.5
36.4

% Students With
Decline in Attitude

18.2
9.1
9.1
9.1
36.4
27.3
18.2
54.5
18.2
9.1
27.3
36.4
0
45.5
18.2
18.2
45.5
18.2
45.5

% Students With
Improved Attitude

27.3
9.1
36.4
18.2
9.1
36.4
27.3
27.3
9.1
36.4
36.4
36.4
36.4
45.5
36.4
36.4
36.4
27.3
18.2

Table 4.3 lists the way that Knudson clustered the questions in the
original research.

47
Table 4.3
Knudson Writing Attitude Survey for Children,
Response Clusters
Cluster 1

Prefers Writing

Cluster

Positive View of Self as Writer Items 2,3,8

2

Items 1,6,7,9,13,20

Cluster 3

Competent Writer

Items 4,10,14,19

Cluster 4

Writing Achievement

Items 11,15

Cluster 5

Importance of Writing

Items 12,16

Cluster 6

Letter/Note Writing

Items 17,18

Table 4-4 lists the results for each student, grouped by clusters.
Note that lower scores indicate improved attitude.

Table 4.4
Differences Between Individual Responses on Surveys A and B,
Listed by Student (1-11) and by Cluster (1-6)
1

2

3

4

5

4
-3
0

3

1

3

-5

0
0

-2

5

-2

-1
-2

6

0

0

1

-5

1
1
-2
-1
-1

0
0

-1
1

3
0
0
5
0

1

2
3
4

0
0

6

7

8

9

4

4

-1
-2

-1
-1

1
0

-1

10

11

0

-6

2

-1
-2

-1

4
-3

-4

-1
-1
1

1

-1

1

3

0

2

0

1
0
0

The table clearly shows that more students' attitudes improved or
remained the same than declined when grouped by cluster. In Cluster

2

(Positive View of Self as Writer) five scores improved, four remained the

same, and two declined; in Cluster 3 (Competent Writer) four scores
improved, six remained the same, and one declined; in Cluster 4 (Writing
Achievement) six scores improved, four remained the same, and five
declined; and in Cluster s (Importance of Writing) five scores improved,
three remained the same, and two declined (each by only one response
category).
Interestingly, while eight students showed marked decline of
attitudes in Cluster 1 (Prefers Writing) and one showed no change, two
students showed significant improvement. Both were students who
initially seemed reluctant to participate in the workshop, but who
eventually produced work they were proud of. In Cluster 6 (Letter and
Note Writing) three scores improved, four remained the same, and four
declined.
Table 4.5 lists variations in cluster responses. It includes
percentages of students with no change in attitude, with higher scores and
decline in attitude, and with lower scores and improved attitude.

Table 4.5
Percentage of Students with No Change in Attitude,
Decline in Attitude, and Improved Attitude,
Listed by Cluster
Cluster

% Students With

No Change
1 Prefers Writing
2 Pos. View of Self as Writer
3 Competent Writer
4 Writing Achievement
5 Importance of Writing
6 Letter/Note Writing

9.1
36.4
54.5
0
27 .3
36.4

% Students With
Decline in Attitude

72.7
18.2
9.1
45.5
27.3
36.4

% Students with
Improved Attitude

18.2
45.5
36.4
54.5
45.5
27.3
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Table 4.5 indicates the most interesting results, although some of
the results are disappointing. In Cluster 1, the "Prefers Writing" cluster,
72% of students show a decreased preference for writing (Table 4.5). Table
4.4 indicates that although two students show remarkable improvement
in their preferences (scores of -5 and -6), seven students' writing
preference declined by scores between 2 and 4 (4,3,3,3,4,4,2).
Conversely, Clusters

2

and 3 indicate that many students

maintained or improved their view of of themselves as writers and of their
writing competence, with only three scores in the two clusters showing a
decline, two of them by only one response category. In Cluster

2,

"Positive

View of Self as Writer", 45% improved their view as themselves as a
writer, and in Cluster 3, "Competent Writer'', 36% improved. One
response was very different, scoring a 4 in "Positive View of Self as a
Writer'', indicating quite a drop in self-efficacy. This response was from a
student who was ridiculed for writing a poem that another student
described as "gay".
Knudson points out that "Groups 4,5, and 6 have low reliabilities,
which is probably attributable to their being composed of only two items
each" (1991, p. 810). Cluster 4, "Writing Achievement'', shows improved
scores for six students (54%) and reduced self-efficacy for five students
(45%). However, four of those five decreased self-efficacy scores showed a
change of only one response category. In Cluster 5 "Importance of
Writing", five students show improved attitudes (45%), three remained
the same (27%), and three reduced scores by only one response category
(27%). Results for Cluster 6, "Letter/Note Writing", indicate three
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improved scores (27%) with one very large change (the score changed by
five response categories), four scores remaining the same (36%), and four
decreased attitude scores (36%), one by three response categories.

ChapterV
Summary. Conclusions. Recommendations

To reiterate, the purpose of this study is to use quantitative
measures to ascertain the impact of participation in a writing workshop on
the writing self-efficacy beliefs of students. Specifically, the researcher
asks whether or not participation in a writing workshop based on the
Atwell model will result in increased positive attitudes towards writing in
11

seventh-grade students as assessed by the Knudson Writing Attitude

Survey for Children. This chapter summarizes the study and offers
conclusions and recommendations for future research.

Summary
The original question, whether or not participation in a writing
workshop based on the Atwell model will result in increased positive
attitudes towards writing in

11

seventh-grade students as assessed by the

Knudson Writing Attitude Survey for Children, has not been conclusively
answered. As indicated in students' responses to individual survey
questions, their attitudes as a group did not show many changes. Many
responses remained the same, and almost exactly the same number of
responses showed positive change as showed negative change.

Conclusions
The basic results of the study are inconclusive, as many responses
remained the same, and the same number of responses decreased as
51
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increased. One can assume that the question is not answered, or that the
answer is that the Atwell method does not remarkably impact students'
writing self-efficacy beliefs.
However, the cluster results leave room for a somewhat different
conclusion. Clusters

2

and 3 indicate that students maintained or

improved their view of of themselves as writers and of their writing
competence, with only three scores in the two clusters showing a decrease,
two of them by only one response category.
Based on the cluster data analysis, one might conclude that despite
the inconclusive numbers on the total responses, the cluster results verify
that the Atwell methodology maintains or improves students' attitudes in
the specific areas of how they view themselves as writers and how they
view their writing competence. Analyzed in this way, one can speculate
that the results positively answer the question.
Although not the original focus of this study, another interesting
conclusion is that the results verify the impact of peer assessment on
attitudes. The one student in the class who was criticized by a classmate
during peer assessment (#11) showed a sharp decline in self-efficacy
beliefs, verifying other studies that indicate the importance of peer
evaluation in the development of attitudes towards writing (Kastra, 1985;
Dahl, 1988; Tyler, 1994).

Recommendations
Studies clearly indicate that a student's attitude towards writing
seriously impacts his or her writing ability, self esteem, and future
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decisions. Future analysis of students' attitudes towards writing and
towards themselves as writers will continue to be beneficial as a way to
assess the effects of various teaching methodologies. Researchers might
consider limiting future surveys to exclusively assessing writing selfefficacy beliefs, rather than assessing other aspects of writing. In this way,
that most crucial aspect of writing attitudes, self-efficacy beliefs, would be
isolated and emphasized. Other recommendations for further research
include the study of the reasons for the drop in writing self-efficacy beliefs
among middle-school students.
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